T he U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is finding itself spiraling into an increasingly weaker scientific state. It is faced with the impossible task of balancing a decreasing budget 2 with an increasing need for robust data to support protective human health and environmental regulations. 3 To deal with this, the Agency often turns to the regulated industries or paid contractors who are likely to have clients or members from the regulated industries to supply it with data-resulting in data that are suspect and may be selectively biased. The lack of resources and staff leaves EPA unable to provide adequate oversight of these data and scientific products, which are often shielded from public scrutiny by confidential business claims. The result is that EPA is increasingly under pressure to make regulatory and policy decisions based on inadequate data, or even no data at all.
For example, the Agency's relationship with the International Life Sciences Institute (ILSI) demonstrates how scientific quality is compromised when transparency and oversight are lacking. ILSI represents several hundred corporations, 4 including DuPont, ExxonMobil, and Eli Lilly, and reportedly received at least $2.1 million in EPA grants in 2005. 5 In 2003, EPA paid an ILSI subgroup to draft an EPA policy on assessing a large class of toxic chemicals, peroxisome proliferators, 6 that include the Teflon chemicals (perfluororoctanoic acid, PFOA) manufactured by DuPont, an ILSI member. 7 The ILSI draft, later rejected by an external expert panel, recommended that these chemicals were safe. 8 Two years later, DuPont was fined by EPA for withholding data on the health hazards of these chemicals, while releasing contaminated wastes into surrounding water. 9 Recently, a local newspaper reported on a government study showing elevated cancer rates in the people living around the DuPont plant that manufactured these chemicals. 10 The FY08 budget cuts research funding to core priorities such as research to identify susceptible populations, ecological research, and human health-related research. These cuts will diminish EPA's ability to make informed and effective regulatory decisions, to allocate its resources wisely, and to evaluate the efficacy of its programs, and will impair the ability of regional and state regulators to assess real-world problems.
For example, the EPA Office of Research and Development (ORD) reports that the budget eliminates data collection in the lower Mississippi River and Gulf of Mexico wetlands, which are areas critical to mitigating flooding in areas hit by the Katrina and Rita hurricanes. 11 The budget also reduces funding for the National Children's Study, a longterm prospective study tracking 100,000 children from before birth until age 21, to document lifetime histories of exposure to environmental pollutants, genetics, and health status. The study has been predicted to yield findings that will lead to health care savings between $3.3 billion and $5.5 billion annually. 12 The data from these and similar initiatives will be of particular help to economically disadvantaged communities, whose members often must play, work, and learn in polluted outdoor and indoor environments. Understanding and reducing the severity and/or incidence of diseases and disabilities will require sustained public investment in research on childhood exposures to environmental toxicants; failure to invest in these initiatives is lethally short-sighted.
These budget cuts will also reduce support for programs providing publicly available information about toxics, such as the Integrated Risk Information System (IRIS) database and the EPA libraries. 
In addition, White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB) interference has weakened the utility of IRIS assessments:
• OMB has blocked IRIS from posting acute (less than 24-hour) risk values. 13 Acute risk values are relevant to communities that are exposed by burst releases of toxics (smokestacks, etc.) that may not exceed short-term (days-weeks) or long-term (months-years) regulatory standards, but may still pose hazards to acutely exposed individuals.
• OMB is blocking IRIS from posting summaries of its assessments, arguing that the summaries give a naïve public and regulators inaccurate impressions, contribute to misunderstandings, and are mis-used.
• OMB has blocked the implementation of the EPA supplemental cancer guidelines on children's exposures.
14 Ethylene oxide is the first chemical to be reviewed under the new guidelines where IRIS staff recommended applying a tenfold safety factor to site-specific assessments where children may be exposed. OMB blocked this. The next relevant chemical for this process will be acrylamide, for regulatory breach, but appears unwilling to commit to comprehensive, enforceable regulations. We recommend that EPA allocate adequate resources to examine toxicity and to develop a robust regulatory framework to ensure that nanomaterials in the marketplace are safe, and that unsafe materials are appropriately managed.
We strongly recommend that EPA reverse its trend of reducing its own in-house scientific and technical experts. These civil servants represent the nation's brain trust. We further recommend that Congress increase the research budget for EPA specifically favoring programs that provide publicly available policy-relevant data for priority issues such as children's health, environmental justice, and susceptible populations. Congress should ensure that EPA's funds are used in a manner that preserves scientific integrity, ensures adequate transparency, and encourages public accountability. IRIS has come under intense scrutiny from the White House and the regulated industries; the IRIS staff's goal of producing robust scientific assessments of toxic chemicals in a timely manner is not supported by the FY08 budget.
End Notes
For decades, EPA's network of scientific libraries has served as a gold mine of resources for EPA and the public. But, over the past months EPA has closed five libraries and reduced access at four others, 15 despite EPA's own costbenefit analysis showing the library networks saved approximately $7.5 million annually in staff time, far more than the $2.5 million it costs. For this reason, the Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility suggest that, "while cloaked as a budgetary measure, the actual motives appear to be rooted more in controlling access by both EPA staff and the public to information."
16 Despite promises by EPA to digitize all the library information, this has not been done, and the lack of any apparent budget to do so means that it will not happen any time soon. The closure of EPA technical libraries was strongly protested by representatives of 10,000 EPA scientists, engineers, environmental protection specialists and support staff. 17 Finally, the FY08 budget increased funding to support research on new technology areas such as nanotechnologies, but has failed to develop a clear research agenda that would support policy and regulatory needs. 18, 19 We know that EPA has reviewed at least 15 new nanoscale chemical uses, but because of the Confidential Business Information provisions under the Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA), the public is not permitted to learn the names of these chemicals, their uses, or even their manufacturers. EPA is considering a voluntary pilot program where industry can submit data to fill the
